The emancipation trap: An example of sliding from no to never 
CW: Transphobia 


What would you do to never experience your deepest fear? Never have to experience a particular 
kind of abuse or harassment ever again? To have the freedom of action to live your identity without 
having to justify it constantly? What would you give for any one of these liberties? 


We’re gonna talk about the ideological axioms trans exclusionary radical feminists (TERFs) have 
tied themselves to to ensure they never experience patriarchal violence again. As a note, I am not 
AFAB nor femme presenting. Having a position on the essence of femme/womanhood is a million 
miles from my lane. I can only be an ally to the victims TERFs. What is absolutely my lane is how 
TERFs have securatised womanhood. I use ‘womanhood’ as a placeholder for their sex essential 
ideology. I appreciate that sex and gender are different. 


It is clear that TERFs have got materiality on the brain. In Susanna Rustin’s Guardian column ‘My 
Hope for a more Open Discussion of Women’s and Trans Rights is Fading’ she writes how she just 
wants a productive debate between the two camps to resolve their differences. However she 
concludes with, 

‘In common with others, including the philosopher Jane Clare Jones, I also see a connection with 
the environment. I think there are parallels between the failure to address the implications of our 
planet’s finite resources and our dependence upon it, and the idea that human potential is 
boundless. While I want people to be free to live as they choose, I also believe that human bodies 
have limits. And I am concerned about the influence on young people of the idea that, with the aid 
of medical technology, these can be transcended. ’{1] 

This quote reveals that the ‘disagreement’ is grounded in materiality. Whether it is the ability to give 
birth, chromosomes, or distinct difference of brains between sexes. Why ground the ideology in a 
material womanhood when there is so much more to being femme (I am informed)? A goal of the 
TERF movement is to end violence against women, a statement that needs an other committing the 
violence. For this goal to be achieved a boundary line between women and the other needs to be 
drawn, so violence against women can be defined. The defining of this boundary has drawn its 
inspiration from the state, by selecting it to be a material one. A material border one easier to secure. 
You can viscerally experience it. Measure its paucity. It is very simple to make difference in kind 
arguments across a physical line. However this borders grounding in materiality requires that its 
referent object is also material. To prevent an ill-defined transmutation process, that can be easily 
tainted and manipulated by ambiguity, TERFs have chosen material categories of womanhood as 
their border referent. 


This material border referent means that they have to disregard any argument of having relatable 
feminine experiences as enough to cross the threshold into womanhood, to ensure that there are 
never any false positives. The material referent dictates that it must be beyond their relational 
imagination that others could have had similar experiences to them without it being grounded in 
some embodied experience of womanhood. The reason they push for this material grounding is it is 
makes easier to prove patriarchal violence. Without the material definition it is harder to discern 
whether an act of violence against women is driven by patriarchy. 


A feminist critique of democratic judicial system is they are poor at prosecuting sexual violence. 
That is in part due to judicial proceedings needing to somehow transmute relationality between 
people into something material. The transmutation process is messy and subject to the current social 
norms. A material definition means the masc other is more easily surveiled and policed. Metrics can 
be set. All become substitute for actually being able to discern whether the patriarchal ideology is 
receding. All of this done in attempt to never have to experience masc based violence again. 


The TERF defence that they are not transphobic also reveals another way that they securatise 
womanhood. In ‘J.K. Rowling Writes about Her Reasons for Speaking out on Sex and Gender 
Issues’, 

‘The current explosion of trans activism is urging a removal of almost all the robust systems 
through which candidates for sex reassignment were once required to pass. A man who intends to 
have no surgery and take no hormones may now secure himself a Gender Recognition Certificate 
and be a woman in the sight of the law. Many people aren’t aware of this.’ [2] 

This claim implies that this ‘disagreement’ could be resolved if the process of gender reassignment 
could guarantee only one possible outcome. That trans femme people can only cross the boundary 
into womanhood when they are virtually indistinguishable from women upon visual inspection (or 
equally hormonally developed when it comes to competing sports). For TERFs completing the 
currently arduous, immiserating and traumatising process of gender reassignment is the password 
required to cross into womanhood. Another transmutation of the relational into a material proof that 
acts as a neurological shortcut for their safety. The material boundary allows them to easily define 
purely a woman’s space, from what is chaotic and potentially violent. 


What may have started as project of saying ‘Enough. I will no longer tolerate this kind violence 
against my person’ has mutated into ‘I will never allow this kind of violence to happen again’. A 
project that requires a visceral notion of the category they are protecting, so (potential) perpetrators 
can be (coerced or) policed. What is never spoken about is that this project will never end. It is a 
project of state building. It is a project that requires either the state to loosen its grip on the 
monopoly of violence, so a privatised force can inspect the chosen material signifiers of 
womanhood, or for the state to adopt their ideology of womanhood, so it can enforce itself. 
Regardless of whether the surveillance is public or private, for it to be effective it requires a clear 
binary distinction between woman and other. Any sapling of an idea that begins to spring in this 
ideological Canada-US border is a threat to the programme. Their solution for patriarchal violence 
requires the uprooting of any theory that muddies the material border of womanhood. A reactionary 
purity that must be maintained regardless of the suffering it may to those who find themselves in the 
ambiguous state in between. 


The point of this essay was to give a concrete example of how never mutates any emancipatory 
dreams into a regime of coercion and discipline. How the never whispers in the ear to ‘ignore the 
harm you’re causing’. The TERFs desire to never experience patriarchal violence again has lead for 
the need to maintain a static ideological purity that can never be challenged, and level of proof that 
requires intrusive surveillance. All must synergise or be defeated. What was once emancipatory has 
mutated into reactionary. What was once no is now never. 


As a coda I will add that, despite the ease of distinguishing kind, their border is a fragile one, that 
requires constant maintenance. A target of ideological permanent subagitation has to be the 
executive of the surveillance/policing apparatus. If they are successful in creating the structures of 
sex based surveillance, they will have stumbled into what Edward Snowden refers to as “Turn key 
tyranny’. Their solution demands that they maintain an endless zealotry, lest misogynistic patriarch 
becomes the executive. An executive who may not care for their ideals. Who may abuse their 
systems of safety without much regard for them. 
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